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A Danish Socialist in Capitalist Chicago
by GEORGE R. NIELSEN
The vast majority of the 200,000 Danes who migrated to
America in the 19th century came as ordinary, anonymous
people looking for work and willing to live within the
American system. Louis Pio, on the other hand, was wellknown in Denmark, especially to the Copenhagen police and
businessmen, and came to America with a mission to reform
society in both Europe and America. In America, however,
Pio never gained the status that he had held in Denmark and
his attempts at social reform were unsuccessful. Yet, in spite
of Pia's lackluster life in the United States, scholars, for good
reason, have been drawn to his activity in the New World.
At the very least, his life provides insights into the process of
assimilation, and even though he was not a typical immigrant, he, like other immigrants, made adjustments and
altered his goals. His life, from the broader perspective, is
also instructive, in that we can learn about the United States
and the way a host society of the late 19th century responded
to a dynamic intellectual with foreign ideas.
Unfortunately, the information that has been collected
on Pia's life in Chicago has been episodic or incidental.
Certain details were recorded, but often without the complete
context. As a result, explanations and interpretations are at
times speculative and imprecise. The purpose of this brief
paper is to present some additional details of Pia's life in the
hope that this information will help in constructing a framework for further analysis of this important Danish figure.
Pio was born on December 14, 1841, to Danish parents
although he inherited a surname that reflects his French
ancestral roots. After graduation from the University of
Copenhagen, he taught school, served in the military, and
worked for the postal service. He became active in the
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socialist movement in 1871 after his association with the
Paris Commune and first attracted public attention with
some articles in the Socialistiske Blade. He was also instrumental in the formation of the Social Democratic Party and
became the editor of its newspaper, Social Democraten. As a
leading socialist, authorities arrested him in 1872 in connection with a strike, and he served a two-year prison term and
was released in 1875. Once free, he returned to political
agitation. In 1877, he accepted a sum of money provided by
some businessmen, and along with some fellow socialists he
emigrated to the United States. 1
Pio left Denmark on April 6, 1877, and after his arrival in
New York, traveled to Hays, Kansas, where he and approximately seventeen associates attempted to establish an agricultural community based on socialist principles. It was a
failure, and within six weeks they abandoned the project.
Pio, accompanied by Augusta Jorgensen and their infant
daughter, Sylvia, traveled to Chicago. From approximately
June, 1877, to the date of his death on June 27, 1894, he made
that city his home. 2
The search for Pio's Chicago activities, therefore, begins
in the summer of 1877. We already know from other sources
that he obtained a position in the offices of Den kristelig
Talsmand, a Danish-Norwegian Methodist newspaper. 3 Although no issues published in the summer of 1877 are extant,
there are copies beginning in January, 1878. Nowhere in the
paper is Pio mentioned, but in the advertisements there
appears a small notice announcing that Augusta Pio was
giving music lessons in voice, piano, and organ for SO cents a
lesson. Quite possibly Pio received the advertisement as a
favor. The address for Mrs. Pio was 179 W. Huron so let us
assume that Pio lived there after his arrival in Chicago and
identify that as his first residence. The Pio family lived at the
Huron address until September, 1878, when the advertisements list 620 Hubbard as the new address. The last advertisement appeared in the April 1, 1879, issue, and that date
could coincide with the end of Pio's association with the
newspaper. Christian Treider, a Methodist leader and owner
of the Methodist bookstore, not Pio, is listed as the editor.
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Either Pio was not truly the editor, or the church leaders
feared that Danish Methodist faithful might question the
religious views of a socialist. 4
The most valuable source of information on Pia's life in
Chicago is the collection of Chicago directories. In the days
before the telephone, these directories made it possible for
people to locate each other. Each year a publisher sent his
employees out on the streets to obtain the names and
occupations of the adults at each address. This information
was then printed in book form and sold. The details in these
books make it possible to trace Pio during his eighteen years
in Chicago and to determine where he lived and what he did
for a living. 5
Chicago Addresses of Louis Pio
1. 1878
179 W. Huron
2. 1878
620 W. Hubbard
3 . 1879
206 N. May
4. 1880
317 Webster
5. 1881
348 Indiana
1882
6. 1883
126 Park
1884
7 . 1885
599 Robey
8. 1886
70 Park
9. 1887
102 Fowler
10. 1888
80 Bryson
11. 1889
222 Evergreen
1890
1891
12. 1892
640N. Hoyne
13. 1893
212 S. Lincoln
1894
The most striking observation is the frequency of address
change. If the first address, given in the Talsmand, is
included, there are thirteen different addresses for eighteen
years. Because the directories were published only one time a
year, the possibility exists that Pio may have moved even
more then thirteen times. The first explanation for Pia's
frequent relocation that readily comes to mind was his desire
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to escape unpaid landlords and debt collectors. His poverty
has been widely acknowledged. The numerous relocations,
however, constitute a phenomenon common in 19th century American cities among people who did not own a
home, but rented. Peter Knights, in his study of Boston,
described this mobility and observed that the lower socioeconomic groups experienced greater instability than did the
upper groups. Knights devised a formula of instability in
which he divided the total residence changes by the total
residence years and concluded that the average for Boston in
1860 was .496. 6 Pio moved even more frequently; his score
was .72. He evidently did not own real estate, and his
residential pattern was typical of the other urban poor.
The frequent change of address among the urban workers
could well be tied to the nature of 19th century cities. Even
though Chicago had public transportation, it was a
pedestrian city and people generally preferred to live as near
to their place of employment as possible. While there is no
precise correlation between Pio's change of residence and his
employment, his frequent switch of occupation may well
account for some of his relocation. His second residence, for
example, was within seven blocks of his job. The likelihood
also exists that other factors, such as noisy neighbors or the
need for larger quarters, also figured into the decisions.
Whatever the motives may have been, no one should conclude that he changed addresses to leave bad debts behind.
He generally found a place to rent in familiar neighborhoods, and the mere presence of his name in the succeeding
directories indicates that he was not hiding.
Pio's migration pattern is also similar to the people of
Boston in that the distance of the moves was not great. Only
three of his twelve residential changes were greater than two
miles in length. Four were approximately one and one-half
miles, and the remainder were less than one mile. Proximity
had its advantages by reducing the physical and economic
costs of moving.
Throughout his many moves, Pio generally selected
places of residence within the Danish community or in
proximity to it. At the time of his arrival in Chicago the
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Map of Chicago (Courtesy of Newberry Library)

Danes already had begun their exit from the area north of the
Loop and concentrated instead near Milwaukee Avenue and
the Union Park area west of the Loop. Pio's first residence
was in the old, initial Danish neighborhood, north of the
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Loop. His third and fifth residences were near Milwaukee
A venue while the second, sixth, eighth, and last were in the
Union Park area. Then, as Chicago expanded, the Danes
formed another concentration between Wicker Park and
Humboldt Park along North Avenue. Pia's residences
numbered 7, 9, 10, 11, and 12 were located in this heavy
concentration. The notable exception was his fourth address
two blocks south of Fullerton. This area was not a Danish
community; in fact the 1880 census identifies Pio's neighbors
as Americans born in Illinois and New York .
Occupations of Louis Pio
Listed in Chicago Directories

1877
1878 Editor of Den kristelig Talsmand
1879 Editor of Minerva
1880 Translator
1881 Professor
1882 Professor
1883 Professor
1884 (no occupation listed)
1885 Civil Engineer
1886 Notary Public
1887 Clerk 14 in Customs House
1888 Clerk 8 in Customs House
1889 Clerk 8 in Customs House
1890 Clerk 7 in Customs House
1891 Editor
1892 Editor
1893 Real Estate
1894 Real Estate
The Chicago directories also provide information on
occupations. The residents informed the directory employees
and so it was recorded. Pio also decided which profession he ·
would report, and all except that of professor are authentic .
In spite of a single occupation he gave, we can assume that
he worked on several newspapers at the same time or
pursued more than one occupation during the same year.
The directory of 1880, for example, lists him as a translator,
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but the census of 1880 identifies him as a bookkeeper. In
1879, the directory lists him as the editor of Minerva while
other sources report him working on Den Nye Tid that same
year. 7
The directory's reference to the customs house employment is especially valuable because it helps clarify a period of
Pia's life that biographers and historians have discussed with
uncertainty. They have speculated about the length of Pia's
employment with the government and also tie his dismissal
or resignation to his refusal to engage in shady party politics.
The specific information of the directory tells the exact years
of his employment and simplify deeper research into the
federal records.
These federal records show that Pio was employed by the
United States government from June 18, 1886, to October
20, 1890, a period in excess of four years. He obtained the
position because of his good performance on a civil service
examination, not because of political connections. He also
enjoyed promotions during his stint; for example, he entered
the service as a clerk on the 14th level and left as a clerk on
the 7th level. While the numbers by themselves are meaningless, they must indicate promotions because his beginning
salary was $1,000 and the salary at the time of his resignation
was $1,200, an increase of 20% in four years. 8
Political harassment could not have been an issue in this
instance because the position he held was a civil service
position and was not subject to changes in the White House.
Neither does the time of employment coincide with
presidential administrations. Pio was appointed during the
administration of Grover Cleveland, a Democrat, and he
continued to serve under Benjamin Harrison, a Republican,
who was elected in 1888. He served for 18 months after
Harrison took office - too lengthy a period if political
loyalty had been a deciding factor. Pio relinquished the
position with the national government through his voluntary
resignation.
More likely the party problems that writers have referred
to occurred in 1885, when Pio was employed as a civil
engineer by the Cook County Commissioners. The March
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15, 1884, issue of Skandinaven expressed its outrage at the
appointment of Pio to the posts of county architect and head
of the county hospital. He was qualified neither as an
architect nor as a doctor. Pio received a patronage position,
and the necessary credential was to play ball with the
system.
The Board of Commissioners made the appointment on
March 17, 1884, by a vote of 12 to 3, two days after the
Skandinaven reported it. The specific job was to supervise construction of the hospital buildings. His compensation
amounted to $5.00 per day, or $120 per month, a relatively
good wage at a time when a carpenter was paid less than
$3.00 per day. On March 16, 1885, the commissioners voted
that Pio's service "be dispensed with ."9
The person who served as Pio's sponsor was a fellow
Dane, William Harlev. Originally from Slesvig, Harlev had
migrated in 1857 at the age of twenty. He became a construction contractor and on January 26, 1885, was awarded, by
the same county commissioners, an $80,000 contract to
construct a new building to house the mentally ill. Another
tie between Pio and Harlev is revealed in the city directories.
Both men lived at 126 Park. Harlev lived there already in
1882 and Pio joined him the next year. Harlev continued to
live at that address after Pio moved on, so in all probability
Harlev was the owner. Harlev became a financial success
and his biography was included in The Book of
Chicagoans. 10
A major topic that attracts analysts of Pio's life is his
change from socialist to capitalist land developer . Although
the information presented by the occupations is too
inadequate to support any ironclad conclusions, a tentative
thesis can be advanced. Instead of an abrupt dramatic change,
Pio, in all likelihood, made several small adjustments.
During the first period, dating from his arrival in
Chicago in 1877 until 1880, Pio worked at jobs that provided
food and shelter for his family, but at the same time he
supported the cause of the working class through editing
socialist newspapers. Socialism and the working classes were
still his priorities and journalism, which had been his vehicle
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for gathering followers in Denmark, continued to be his
instrument in America .
During the second period, from 1880 to 1884, Pio
associated with the Knights of Labor and with the Democratic
Party. His reference to the occupation of professor during
this period is baffling. He certainly was not a professor at an
educational institution, so he probably used that title as a
euphemism for something socially unacceptable such as
labor agitator. Not until 1882 did the Knights abandon their
policy of secrecy. The three years, as well as part of 1884,
when he did not list any occupation, could have been the
time when he worked directly with the Knights of Labor or
with the labor movement in general.
The third phase in his occupations was from March 7,
1884, to October 20, 1890, when he was associated with
governmental agencies. First he worked as an engineer for
Cook County. Then, on April 20, 1886, he posted a $1,000
bond and became a notary public, a self-employed position,
but one that is associated with the legal system. 11 And finally
he worked in the customs house. His departure from the
reform movement may well have taken place in 1884, when
he became a civil engineer. His socialist sympathies were still
evident early in 1884 when he defended Laurence Gronlund's
The Cooperative Commonwealth at Wilken's Cellar, a
popular gathering place for prominent Danish immigrants. 12
But how does one explain the dramatic shift from labor
leader to party hack when Chicago was a hotbed for labor
agitation and the Haymarket violence suppressing labor discontent was two years in the future? An easy explanation
would be to keep him as a socialist until the Haymarket Riot
in May, 1886, and then convert him to capitalism because he
could see the futility of radical solutions. Had he already
changed his views in March, 1884? The Skandinaven
complained about his incompetence as a civil engineer, not
his socialism. Scholars of the Haymarket period also have
not encountered his name. At the very time the Haymarket
incident was brewing, Pio was applying for a position with
the national government.
Although this, too, is speculation, it is possible that Pio
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was influenced by two factors well before the Haymarket
event. One was the decline of the socialist movement in
Chicago and the other was the influence of William Harlev.
The peak of socialist popularity in the polls was achieved in
1879, when Ernst Schmidt, the socialist candidate for mayor,
received 11,829 votes. Although the Democrat and
Republican candidates each received more than 20,000, the
party justifiably could be optimistic. But the Socialist Labor
Party splintered the next year over tactical and ideological
issues and in 1881 the socialist candidate for mayor received
only 240 votes. 13
If socialism could not be achieved through the electoral
process, the more conventional alternative would be to
support one of the two remaining parties and to work within
the trade union movement. Pio evidently chose to support
the Democrat Party and to struggle for social justice through
the Knights of Labor, a trade union. Having taken the first
step away from socialism, Harlev could then have taken Pio
by the hand and helped him take the other step into the
American way of doing things. In his first political job, however, Pio's idealism prevented him from working with the
system that Harlev understood.
A fourth shift in his occupation occurred in 1891, when
Pio returned to editing and publication. Possibly he became
bored with the detail work of the customs house and hoped
to support his family by his old trade. If he did work at
journalism, there is no indication that socialist ideas
influenced his thinking. In 1891 he corresponded with a
publisher in Denmark offering to sell books in America and
to translate Mark Twain's latest book into Danish. 14 Publishing, in this period of his life, was a capitalist enterprise.
His final shift, which he made in 1893 and which contributed to his death, was to selling real estate. His old socialist
comrade and veteran of the Hays, Kansas, commune, Poul
Geleff, made a similar change in 1893, selling real estate in
Pueblo and establishing a Danish colony in Fowler,
Colorado. Pio instead looked toward the South. With the
support of Henry Flagler, owner of the Florida East Coast
Railroad, Pio set as his goal the establishment of a Danish
-82-
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the Chicago Historical Society)
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colony, which he called White City. Neither Pio nor Geleff
talked about their colonies being socialist.
Dividing Pio's occupations into five units reveals his
gradual progression. The major philosophical change took
place in 1884, when Pio relinquished the struggle for social
reform and turned instead to the acquisition of wealth and
individual security.
With Pio's changes in residences, occupations, and
philosophies, the question of his financial success arises. Is
there any evidence from Pio's housing that indicates
financial status or that his geographical mobility could be
connected with upward social mobility? One resource available is the Rascher Insurance Maps drawn in 1892. These
maps sketch the buildings, block by block, for the entire city
and provide information such as the type of construction,
the configuration of the building, and its function, so that
insurance companies were aided in assessing rates.
When Pio arrived in Chicago in the fall of 1877 from the
aborted socialist venture in Kansas, he was responsible for
sheltering himself and two dependents on scarce funds. His
first residence, a flat in the old Danish neighborhood, was
two miles from his place of work and was located across the
alley from a wood and coal yard. His second home on West
Hubbard solved the problem of distance in that it was only
seven blocks from his place of employment. But there were
no other advantages. The new residence was a frame building housing a store on the ground level and located in an
industrial area. Across the street stood a wire and iron
works, to the east a lumber shed, to the south a planing mill,
and on the west a street. The wood and coal yard on Huron
Street must have been noisy, but his second home, although
closer to work, must have been worse, hardly the place to
rear a family. Both homes demostrate his poverty.
Probably because of help from his Methodist associates,
Pio found a better residence. His third location was a frame
dwelling next to the Swedish Methodist Episcopal church
and only two blocks from the Norwegian Methodist church
where Den kristlig Talsmand and Minerva were printed. The
neighborhood also was residential and more conducive to
-84-

family living. Here his second child, Herbert, was born.
Pio's fourth location took him out of the Danish community two and one-half miles north. He may have given up
the journalism activity; the directory lists him as a translator
and the 1880 census identifies him as a bookkeeper. His
home was a distinct improvement because it was a two-story
brick duplex with a basement. The census mentions fouryear old Sylvia, but not the infant, Herbert. A twenty-oneyear old Danish girl , classified as a boarder, lived with them.
Either she helped pay the rent, or more likely, was a maid
helping with children . Augusta, for the first time, listed her

317 Webster
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occupation in the directory even though she had been giving
music lessons for years.
The next year, 1881, Pio was back in the Danish community on Indiana Avenue. This location was close to Milwaukee Avenue where Illustreret Ugeblad, which he helped
produce, was published. His home on Indiana Avenue must
have suited him because, for the first time in Chicago, he
stayed at a location for more than one year . The area was
not totally residential as the previous location had been, and
the Pio residence was above a store. Most of the buildings
across the street were dwellings, but those on either side of
his building were also stores. In addition to being near the
I

~~

348 Indiana
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Danish community near Milwaukee A venue, the flat was
large and had sufficient room. It was during these two years
that Pio was listed in the street directory as a professor.
In the next two years, 1883 and 1884, Pio was back in a
residential area composed largely of row houses and flats.
His home, at Harlev's address, however, was a frame
dwelling . This period may have been a financially difficult
time because of a reduced income related to his involvement
with the labor movement. Augusta, in both years, was
teaching music.
In 1885 Pio, enjoying the substantial salary as a civil
engineer, made the first shift to the new and rapidly expanding Danish community near Wicker Park, one and three-

SO Bryson
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222 Evergreen

fourths miles to the north. The building was a two-story
brick dwelling with a basement.
The next year, however, he was back to the previous
community on Park Avenue. The dwelling was a two-story
brick dwelling with a basement on a spacious lot. He had lost
his county position in 1885, and his move may have been an
attempt to economize.
In 1886 he was identified as a Notary Public, and on June
18, he was appointed as clerk of the Customs House. The
clerk position, paying $1,000, must have provided a major
improvement in his income, and he returned to the Wicker
Park area; to a two-story brick building with a basement. The
next year, still employed in the customs house, he moved a
few blocks away to a similar home. Here his third and last
child, James Percival, was born.
In 1889 he moved two blocks away to a brick building
with three flats and remained there for the next two years .
The home seems not to have had the space of the previous
-88-
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640 Hoyne

location, but there must have been some advantage because
this is the only residence he occupied for three years. He
resigned from the customs house on October 20, 1890, and
became an editor.
The next year, 1892, he occupied a spacious two-story
brick home just around the corner from his previous home.
This may well have been the most impressive of all of his
homes. The area west of Wicker Park was new and the
neighborhood was desirable.
His last home was back in the older Danish community.
It was during these two years, 1893 and 1894, that he was
involved in Florida real estate. Augusta, probably in return
for free housing, took on the added responsibility of managing the building in which he and his family lived.
Wealth and living conditions are indeed relative, but
none of Pio's homes were slum homes. The homes Pio
-90-

occupied, especially after he became a civil engineer, were
generally in the new parts of Chicago where water, sewer,
and gas light connections were in place. The streets were
paved with blocks of cedar. Without doubt, Pio could not
afford to purchase a home, but he provided adequate living
quarters for his family. Even more impressive was the
gradual upgrading of the quality of the homes in which he
lived. The insurance maps do not provide sufficient information for anyone to conclude that there was a consistent
annual improvement in the residences, but a comparison of
the early residences with his later ones reveals that Pio did
improve his quality of life.
Financial success also evaded Pio in his real estate
venture. In 1893, at Chicago's Columbian Exposition, Pio
manned the pavilion for Flagler's Florida East Coast
Railway . As Flagler pushed the railroad toward Key West,
he opened the area for settlement, and Pio conceived an idea
for yet another project. He would found a Danish colony
near Ft. Pierce, named White City in honor of the
Columbian Exposition. The first building was erected in February, 1894, and Pio purchased 240 acres of land on March
17, 1894, for $1,180. 15 Shortly thereafter, however,
exhausted from work and travel, Pio returned to Chicago,
suffering from either pneumonia or typhoid fever. Unable to
rest and regain his strength in his own home because of
maddening sounds of the music lessons given by his wife,
Pio sought peace in the home of a friend. There he died at the
age of 52 on June 17, 1894.
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